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Abstract

Purpose – The ideal self has had a place in management literature in recent years with reference to identity
and role change. However, except for a JMD article in 2006, there has been little theorizing on the ideal self,
which is often treated as a static construct. The purpose of this article is to update and refine the concept and
explain the dynamic nature of the construct.
Design/methodology/approach – This conceptual paper is based on a review of the recent management
and psychology literature related to the ideal self and its components.
Findings –The authors propose a dynamic theory of the emerging ideal self and delineate how its components
evolve over time.
Research limitations/implications – The ideal self, or one’s personal vision, is a major motivator of
learning and change and the sustainability of such efforts. The time dynamic theory would encourage and
guide longitudinal research using better variables and measures as well as help in conceptualizing the role of
socialization, social identity and life/career stages.
Practical implications –With a better theory of the ideal self, trainers, consultants, coaches and teachers can
help people update their deep sense of purpose and the sustaining driver of learning and change the ideal self. It
could help people and organizations address a major determinant of engagement.
Originality/value – This theory offers a temporal understanding of how the ideal self can motivate learning
and change at different life and career eras, which can help in designing future research on identity-related
transitions.
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Introduction
In an increasingly secular world that values individual agency, traditional sources of
meaning or purpose, such as religious beliefs, community traditions or family values, do not
have the same relevance as before (Cates, 2015). This ismanifest in low employee engagement
(Harter, 2020), identity conflict (Gibson et al., 2020) and concerns around mental health issues
(Stolzer, 2016). On the other hand, there are others who have a clear understanding of
themselves, a sense of purpose in life and are able to articulate a personal vision (Berg, 2015),
which motivates them in personal and professional domains. A meaningful and inspiring
personal vision has been referred to by various names in religious and philosophical
literature across cultures–one’s North Star, Guiding Light, Calling, Noble Purpose, Dharma
and Ideal Self, among others.

The scholarly exploration of the ideal self began primarily as a contrast to the actual or
real self in forming a discrepancy (Higgins, 1987) or as one of the possible selves (Markus and
Nurius, 1986). Theorizing has offered propositions on the constituent elements of the ideal self
(Boyatzis and Akrivou, 2006). Organizational psychology research has alluded to an ideal
work self in studies on identity development and change (Ashforth and Dukerich, 2001;
Dutton et al., 2010; Ibarra, 1999). The common feature about the way in which the ideal self
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appears in management research is that it captures this construct at one moment in time. We
believe that a static conceptualization of the ideal self does not adequately capture how it
might change. People’s aspirational work identitiesmay change throughout their careers, and
their personal identities may change throughout their life. A static model does not explain
how changes in the components would lead to a revision of the ideal self. The field of identity
change seeks to understand a part of the ideal self, but not enough theorizing on this larger
concept exists to guide research.

Moreover, theories around the changes in identity (e.g. Ibarra, 1999) or changes in the
reflected best self (RBS; Roberts et al., 2005) cannot be replicated in the context of the ideal self
because the ideal self is conceptually distinct and more than either idea. The ideal self, as we
conceptualize it, is different from identity because it (1) is aspirational andmay include values
that are aspirational as well, (2) provides linkages among various components of a person’s
current and desired future selves and (3) incorporates the notions of calling and sense of
purpose that could be distinct from identity. The ideal self is also distinct from RBS, because
the RBS is said to be in the territory between the ideal and real self, especially where the two
converge (Roberts et al., 2005). The RBS is based upon experiences in the past, not on
aspirations for the future.

The objective of this paper is to update, enhance and refine the Boyatzis and Akrivou’s
(2006) model and develop a temporal understanding of the dynamics of the ideal self. We
examine howkey factors such as a person’s understanding of their purpose, values, operating
philosophy, and personal and social identities trigger emergent changes in the ideal self. We
also describe how the changes may be reinterpreted over one’s life and career eras, based on
new salient experiences and socialization. We conclude with a discussion on how this theory
helps to integrate the construct of the ideal self in future research on intentional change.

The emergence of the ideal self
The self is a multi-faceted, dynamic cognitive structure containing all of a person’s
self-representations, such as personal characteristics, occupational and personal roles,
activities, habits, group and organizational memberships, and demographic characteristics
(Markus and Nurius, 1986). The self can be described both in terms of what one is at the
present and in terms of the differences from the real self. Yet, the ideal self could also be
independent from the real self, because a possible future self may function as a guide for
future behavior, beyond its comparison to the real self (Higgins, 1987). Based on this
understanding, we define the ideal self as a person’s image of themselves in a desirable future
life andwork that one is hopeful about. A personal vision is a statement of the ideal self and its
components and consequences. In this section, we will look into the psychological
components of the ideal self and their relationships.

Components of the ideal self
The ideal self has been described as having components of one’s purpose, personal values and
philosophy, personal and social identity (Boyatzis and Akrivou, 2006). We review and refine
these concepts in this section based on recent findings.

Purpose, meaning and calling. Purpose is a stable and generalized intention to accomplish
something that is at once meaningful to the self and of consequence to the world beyond the
self (Damon et al., 2003), while meaning is the sense made of, and significance felt regarding
the nature of one’s being and existence (Steger et al., 2009). A sense of purpose or meaning of
work can be interpreted as somethingmore thanwork as an instrument for pay or status. The
related construct of calling is defined in relation to any work or social role that holds other-
oriented values and goals as primary sources of motivation (Dik and Duffy, 2009).
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Since for many people, work is the focus of their most intense effort and energy (Blustein,
2008), change in professional identity toward a better fit with internal or external standards
can therefore be a step towards an ideal self (Dutton et al., 2010).

While Ibarra’s (1999) model of provisional selves or Pratt and Foreman’s (2000) model of
organizational adaptation focused on aligning the hoped-for self with external standards such
as rolemodels, we believe that internal standards expressed through one’s purpose or meaning
is the salient basis for the ideal self. In fact, an ideal self based on external standards, is the
ought self, which describes a version of the ideal imposed by others, or by a person’s desire to
please others (Boyatzis and Akrivou, 2006). Imagining or visioning a self in the distant future
can increase the search for meaning (Vazeou-Nieuwenhuis et al., 2017). Therefore, a sense of
purpose, meaning or calling contributes to the articulation and conscious awareness of an ideal
self by focusing a person’s attention on their future desired self. It sifts through the myriad
possibilities to those most salient to the person at the time.

Personal values and operating philosophy. Personal values have impact on a person’s
intentions and feelings across situations (Schwartz et al., 2010), and they help us evaluate if
we are being a “good person” or in determining if we are living “a good life” (Haybron and
Tiberius, 2012).Work values determine preferences for the type of work orwork environment
individuals would consider important (Dose, 1997), and will therefore relate to a person’s
aspirational professional identity. It has been theorized that each person has a philosophy of
life that is used for making important decisions related to relationships, behaviors and goals
(Schlegel et al., 2011). Such an operating philosophy is a way to determining value (Boyatzis
et al., 2000) and forms a lens through which a person views and therefore evaluates events,
people and activities. Ultimately, both values and operating philosophy help the individual
winnow their plethora of possible selves down to a single ideal self.

Personal and social identities.Various aspects of identity feed into the ideal self. One is the
personal, or self-identity, that describes the meaning individuals attach to themselves (Gecas,
1982), often linked to a person’s core values. This aspect of identity is used by an individual in
choices as to their goals, values and desires rather than as amember of a group. The other is a
person’s social identity, or identities that consist of a person’s most salient and often aspirant
social identifications. This involves aspiring to being like others in a specific group, and
seeing things from the group’s perspective (Stets and Burke, 2000; Tajfel, 1982), and also
helps develop individual-level aspirations (Ostrove et al., 2011). Together, they form the
identity components of the ideal self by helping the individual define who theywish to be and
with whom theywish to be associated (Sluss andAshforth, 2007). Similar to values, a sense of
one’s salient and aspirational personal and social identities will help a person to make choices
among possible futures.

The roles of prospection and hope
Previous theorization on the ideal self emphasized the act of conjuring up an image of oneself
in the future, because imagination is associated with mental stimulation (Boyatzis and
Akrivou, 2006). We believe that the primary psychological mechanism here is simulation,
with stimulation being the outcome; and it is in this context that we introduce the idea of
prospection in our updated model. Prospection is the ability to pre-experience the future by
simulating it in our minds (Gilbert and Wilson, 2007) and involves the representation and
evaluation of possible futures (Bulley and Schacter, 2020). Prospection can lead to fantasies
(Oettingen andMayer, 2002) and sense-making (Vazeou-Nieuwenhuis et al., 2017). It involves
a sifting through themany possible dreams of a person into those that fit into a coherent ideal
self (Reay et al., 2017).

Studies in neuroscience (Denny et al., 2014; Jack et al., 2013a, b) that have focused on the
neural correlates of imagining the future self have revealed the close relationship of what is
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meaningful in the present with what is aspirational for the future. Prospection or episodic
future thinking (Seligman et al., 2013) is a plausible candidate contributor to affective
forecasting, motivation in goal pursuit and the explicit evaluation of choice outcomes (Bulley
and Schacter, 2020). In other words, it is the act of prospection that allows a person to conjure
up a vision of their ideal self.

Forecasting is based on the real self. It takes into account past trends and present
capabilities. It is an analytic task that uses the neural task positive network (Jack et al., 2013b).
Prospection about a possible desired future uses the lateral visual cortex and part of the
default mode network (DMN) (Jack et al., 2013a, b). Prospection has been linked to elements of
the DMN (Seligman et al., 2013). Because these two neural networks suppress each other,
forecasting or planning details will likely inhibit the ability to consider the possibilities,
dream and/or create an ideal self.

Hope is a positive motivational state that is based on an interactively derived sense of
successful agency and pathways (Snyder et al., 1991) and is an affective driver of the ideal self
(Boyatzis and Akrivou, 2006; Higgins, 1987). As an emotional state, hope shapes, modifies
and energizes the emerging ideal self. In relation to the ideal self, it has been related to career
commitment, engagement, life satisfaction and organizational commitment (Berg, 2015; Buse
and Bilimoria, 2014). Therefore, one can conceive of hope as a moderating variable in the
relationship between prospection and the articulation of an ideal self.

Temporal discontinuities in the ideal self
Salient experiences in life and work will likely affect aspects of the person’s values, identity,
purpose or hope about future possibilities. Experiences such as childbirth (Malacrida and
Boulton, 2012), role transitions (Ashforth and Dukerich, 2001) or even telecommuting
(Thacher and Zhu, 2006) open new possibilities. When these experiences invoke reflection, it
is likely that conscious awareness precedes changes in one’s ideal self. While awareness of
changes in components of the ideal self may happen gradually, each change may come into a
person’s consciousness in amoment of emergence (i.e. an epiphany or discovery) andmay feel
like a discontinuous leap (Boyatzis, 2008). It is therefore important to specify the underlying
psycho-social mechanisms of such temporal discontinuities. Elaborating upon this aspect of
individual-level change is an important extension of the previous model of the ideal self
because it moves the theory from the static to the dynamic realm.

A person’s sense of purpose or meaning (Kashdan and McKnight, 2009; Steger et al.,
2009) and their personal or social identities (Ladge et al., 2012; Shepherd andWilliams, 2018)
may change with age as a result of the cumulative effect of salient experiences and their
associated liminal periods (Ibarra and Petriglieri, 2010). A liminal period is a desirable, but
not necessary condition for the formulation of a new ideal self. A promotion or a job loss
itself may be enough to trigger conscious reflections and decisions about one’s long-term
professional aspirations.

Socialization, defined as a series of experiences to help someone learn the norms and
values in an organization (Van Mannen and Schein, 1979) may also bring changes in a
person’s aspirations for the future and their sense of belonging (Sneed andWhitbourne, 2003)
through self-reflection (Pratt et al., 2006). Membership in social identity groups reflects both
meaning and belonging. Meaning is conveyed through values, norms and symbols.
Belonging provides a vehicle for inclusion which helps with social comparison and
differentiation from other possible social identity groups. A person’s desire to be part of a
social identity group encourages the values and behavior of the group being integrated into
their own repertoire (Burke, 2006). Past socialization and key experiences can create lingering
identities that can hold back change (Whittman, 2019). Changes can occur through negotiated
adaptation, identity substitution or creation of an identity quite different from the earlier ones
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(Whittman, 2019). Several key experiences and socialization may occur simultaneously or in
succession before a tipping point.

The role of life and career stages or eras
Time itself can be seen as a stage on which the drama of key experiences and socialization
take place (Dutton et al., 2010). Classical theories by Erickson (1985) and Levinson (1978),
reflected in the career realm by Super (1984) and Dalton and Thompson (1986), propose that a
person progresses (or regresses) through life or career in a series of stages, with periods of
transition between them. In contrast, Schein’s (1978) sequence model and Driver’s (1982)
variation called spiral careers, were deemed appropriate for people in professions in which
they change their specialty rather than jobs. More recent research on identity and the age-
span have shown age-related differences appearing. These variations have been
demonstrated in the realm of possible selves (Frazier et al., 2000), ideal selves (Dhar, 2021),
values (Gouveia et al., 2015) and personality (Kitayama et al., 2020).

Reconstructing a coherent and meaningful ideal self from altered values, purpose and
identity happens primarily in two ways. First, a new career/life era may change relationships
and therefore reorder the salience of key experiences and socialization. We prefer the term
“era” to reflect the protean and nonhierarchical nature of modern careers. Second, the nature
of a new era may invoke a transformation in the interpretation of these experiences. For
example, a person in their early career might interpret a promotion as affirmation of their job
mastery. In mid-career, the same promotion may be seen as a sign of being valued and
increase the salience of the inclusion in the social identity group the organization represents.
At a late career era, the promotion may also raise questions about accepting it and think of
ways to use it for other, possibly generative purposes. Ultimately, macro-career transitions
may affect the ideal self and begin long before an actual role change (Ibarra and Barbulescu,
2010) as a sense of restlessness and seeking alternatives may begin.

In sum, career and life eras will likely mediate the emergence of a person’s ideal self for
each new era. Life and career eras become the longer time cycle, often seven plus orminus two
years, for any possible changes to the ideal self. Within any life or career era, other key or
salient experiences as well as socialization experiences will also occur on possibly briefer
cycle times.

These changing experiences create an iterative process of change. It may feel like a
rhythm but is more likely discontinuous in time between key events or realizations as well as
the overall cycle periodicity as shown in Figure 1.

Discussion
Most of the identity literature has not addressed the ideal self or merely viewed it as a part of
the discrepancy with the real self. The real self is often easier to notice andmeasure. The ideal
self is more elusive. Our theory on the dynamics of the ideal self bring clarity to this construct
and informs future studies on identity-related transitions. It brings attention to the
individual’s response to ongoing events that invite a change in the ideal self, adaptation
(Whittman, 2019), reconciliation (Reay et al., 2017) or exploration of possibilities in the form of
identity play (Ibarra and Petriglieri, 2010). “Playingwith” an element of the ideal self, as away
to experimentwith emergent feelings and cognition, offers identity researchers awindow into
the dynamics of growth.

Greater understanding the dynamics of the ideal self could come from specifying the type of
salient experiences at home and work that help or hinder its emergence. Future studies should
also look at the individual-level factors, such as personality, that determine the period and
frequency of change in the ideal self. The ideal self could be used as an independent, dependent
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or moderating variable and help to explain further variation in subjects’ engagement or actual
sustainability of learning or change.

Future research may also examine the role of time in understanding the changes in the
ideal self. Specifically, instead of looking at changes in a person’s aspirations and dreams over
pre-determined stages, researchers could make use of subjective eras (i.e. studying what a
career era would mean to an individual). Such a research design would examine the changes
in the ideal self, a person’s motivation and engagement in terms of both diversity in the
modern workforce and the diversity of how work is conducted. Finally, since all processes
affecting a person’s ideal self exist in the context of a person’s relationships (Boyatzis and
Rochford, 2020) and culture (Kitayama et al., 2020), greater attention should be paid to these
as potential moderators.

A theory of the dynamic ideal self can help practitioners diagnose their organizational
culture on the extent to which it caters to the ideal self, and tailor their interventions more
appropriately based on where people are in their life or career eras. The sequence of
components in training, development and education programs could be changed to feature
development and articulation of the ideal self sooner. Doing this at various times during a
person’s life and career would help themmaintain an updated version of their ideal self and be
less vulnerable tomeaningless distractions. Being exposed to diverse people at work can help
young adults make social comparisons and aid in their exploration of ideal self possibilities.
Coaching, both individually, and in groups, could be used to help a person focus on the ideal
self and understand how it changes over time.
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